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Abstract

Introduction: Substance use disorders (SUDs) are a significant public health
challenge, particularly in resource-limited countries. In Yaounde, Cameroon,
data on the psychosocial determinants of SUDs remain insufficient, under-
mining the development of effective primary prevention policies. This study
aimed to identify these determinants to improve public health strategies. Meth-
ods: An analytical cross-sectional study was conducted over eight months in
2023 across three hospitals in Yaounde (General Hospital of Yaounde, Jamot
Hospital in Yaoundé, and the University Teaching Hospital of Yaounde). Par-
ticipants aged 13 years and above who consented to participate and were di-
agnosed with SUD were enrolled. Data on sociodemographic profiles and
other psychosocial determinants were collected using a questionnaire. Associ-
ations between the identified determinants and SUDs were analyzed using lo-
gistic regression (p < 0.05). Results: 200 participants were included; 77% were
male, aged 20 - 30 years, predominantly students (60%), and unmarried (95%).
Alcohol and tramadol were the most commonly used substances. Reasons for
consumption were the influence of peers (90%) and the need for relaxation
(85.5%). SUDs were also significantly associated with academic failure (p =
0.044), antisocial traits (23%), and a history of psychological disorders. Con-
clusion: This study highlights the relationship between psychosocial determi-
nants and SUDs in Yaounde, Cameroon. This underlines the need for targeted
and tailored policies to restrict access to psychoactive substances and provide
support for vulnerable populations.
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1. Introduction

Substance use disorders (SUDs) refer to the compulsive use of one or more sub-
stances, often leading to psychological or physical dependence [1]. They represent
a major public health issue, impacting not only individual health but also society.
Globally, SUDs contribute to approximately 4% of morbidity, primarily driven by
the consumption of alcohol, tobacco, and other illicit substances, such as canna-
bis. In 2019, alcohol accounted for 2.6 million deaths, whereas tobacco and illicit
drugs significantly contributed to both mortality and morbidity [2] [3]. The eco-
nomic costs associated with substance addiction are substantial, even in developed
countries. For instance, in the United States, over $700 billion is spent annually
on healthcare, crime, and productivity losses associated with SUDs [4] [5].

In resource-limited countries, such as those in sub-Saharan Africa, the burden
of substance use disorders (SUDs) is exacerbated by specific challenges, including
inadequate healthcare infrastructure, a shortage of qualified personnel, and often
inconsistent or insufficient public policies [6] [7]. Approximately 75% of individ-
uals with substance-related disorders receive no treatment, worsening their health
and social consequences [8] [9]. Psychological and social determinants, such as
poverty, peer influence, stress management, and anxiety, play central roles in the
initiation and persistence of these disorders [10]-[12].

Cameroon, located in Central Africa, shares borders with several countries,
making it a strategic hub for the transit of psychoactive substances. Corruption
and weak law enforcement policies worsen the situation, leading to an increase of
the country vulnerability to substance-use disorders (SUDs) [13]. Recent studies
revealed alarming data, 89.9% of students in Buea reported the use of psychoactive
substances, such as tobacco (26.2%) and alcohol (19.7%) [14]. In Yaounde, 42.4%
of high school students reported active substance use, primarily alcohol (40.5%)
[15]. In 2024, Meguieze et al. found that 22.9% of secondary school students in
Yaounde had used psychoactive drugs other than alcohol at least once, male gen-
der represented 55.3% and those from nuclear families (69.2%) were particularly
affected [16]. Among street children, 100% of the participants reported regular
consumption of alcohol (45.9%) [17]. Key determinants were male sex, peer in-
fluence (friends out of school, 47.6%), mental health disorders such as depression,
environmental factors (proximity to bars or markets, 84.9%) and easy access to
drug vendors (42.3%) [16] [18]. All the above factors, associated with social con-
ditions like parental conflict (76% of users) and great allowance, contributed to
severe health manifestations, including risky sexual behaviours and medical com-

plications, as well as political challenges in an emerging country considered as a
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strategic zone for transnational traffic [13] [16] [17]. The major role of peers and
recreational spots like snack bars (33.1% of initiations) highlights the urgent need
of multisectoral interventions [16].

Despite these concerning findings, few studies have focused on the primary psy-
chological and social determinants specific to urban settings such as Yaounde,
leaving a gap in the scientific literature [15]. This study aimed to identify the psy-
chosocial determinants of substance use disorders in Yaounde. It also aims to pro-
vide valuable insights to inform the development of prevention and treatment pol-

icies tailored to the Cameroonian context and other resource-limited countries.

2. Methods

Study Design and Setting: An analytical cross-sectional study will be con-
ducted over 08 months (November 2023-May 2024). Three first-category hospi-
tals in Yaounde were selected: the Yaounde General Hospital (YGH), Jamot Hos-
pital in Yaounde (JHY), and the University Teaching Hospital of Yaounde
(UTHY). Both hospitalized and non-hospitalized patients were enrolled in the
outpatient consultation and psychiatric hospitalization units of the selected hos-
pitals.

Participants and sampling: All consenting participants aged 13 years and older
with a confirmed diagnosis of substance use disorder (SUD) by a mental health
professional according to the DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, Fifth Edition) criteria were enrolled. The minimum sample size was
calculated using Cochran’s formula: n = (Z* p(1 — p))/& where n represents the
sample size, Z denotes the confidence level (1.96 for a 95% confidence interval),
and p indicates the expected prevalence of patients with substance use disorders
(12.5%) [2]. The margin of error (e) was set at 0.1, resulting in a minimum sample
size of 168 participants.

Data Collection and Analysis: Data were collected using a purposefully de-
signed questionnaire that explored 1) participants’ sociodemographic profiles, 2)
the profile of substances used, 3) participants’ personality traits, and 4) psycho-
logical and social determinants potentially associated with SUDs. Categorical
qualitative variables were expressed as frequency. The association between psy-
chological and social determinants and SUDs was assessed using logistic regres-
sion, with a significance threshold of p < 0.05. The confidence interval was 95%.

Ethical Considerations: The ethical approval was obtained by the institutional
ethical review board of the Faculty of Medicine and Biomedical Sciences of the
University of Yaounde 1 (Ref N°1001/UY1/FMSB/VDRC/DAASR/CSD). Before
the enrollment, each participant received an informative notice and consent forms
with all details about 1) the aim of the study, 2) a summary of the methodology
used, 3) the risks and benefits, the investigators information, and 4) the intended
use of the collected data. Participants were free to choose whether or not to par-
ticipate in the study. The collected data were anonymized and used only for sci-

entific purposes.
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3. Results

Sociodemographic Profile of Participants: A total of 200 patients who met the
inclusion criteria were enrolled. The majority were male (77%), students (60%),
unmarried (95%), and aged between 20 and 30 years (77%). All age groups were
represented, including 14 - 20 years (8%) and 30 years and older (15%) (Table 1).

Table 1. Sociodemographic profile of participants.

Variables (N = 200) n (%)
Age
[14, 20[ 16 (08)
[20, 25] 58 (29)
[25, 30[ 96 (48)
[30 et +[ 30 (15)
Gender
Male 154 (77)
Female 46 (23)
Marital Status (Unmarried) 190 (95)
Occupational category
Pupil 24 (12)
Student 121 (60)
Unemployed 32 (16)
Private sector 14 (07)
Public sector 09 (4.5)

Educational level

None 01 (0.5)
Primary 06 (03)
Secondary 51 (25.5)
Tertiary 142 (71)

Key psychosocial determinants: The most commonly used substances were
alcohol and tramadol, with consumption primarily driven by peer influence for
purposes such as relaxation, anxiety management, and pain relief. Additionally,
participants were predominantly firstborns from monogamous, two-parent fam-
ilies, with permissive parenting reported in 64% of the cases. Psychologically, an-
tisocial personality traits were the most frequently observed traits. Other psycho-
logical determinants included having a substance-using relative and a history of
depressive or psychotic disorders. Poor living conditions and academic failure

were noted in 1.5% and 13% of the participants, respectively (Table 2).
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Table 2. Key social and psychological determinants identified.

Social determinants (N = 200) n (%)
Peer influence 180 (90)
Substance consumed 185 (92.5)

Alcohol 49 (24.5)

Tramadol 08 (04)
Mode of consumption (in groups) 144 (72)
Objectives of consumption

Relaxation 171 (85.5)

Anxiety management 25 (12.5)

Pain management 04 (02)
Birth order in siblings (firstborn) 161 (80.5)
Parental marital status (monogamy) 108 (54)
Presence of both parents 151 (75.5)
Permissive upbringing 128 (64)
Employment status (unemployment) 163 (81.5)

Psychological determinants (N = 200)

Personality trait (antisocial) 46 (23)
Presence of a close relative who consumes substances 170 (85)
Psychosis with disorganization 50 (25)
Psychosis without disorganization 87 (43.5)
Depressive disorders 06 (03)
Poor living conditions 03 (1.5)
Academic failure 26 (13)

Association between key psychosocial determinants and SUDs: Logistic re-

gression analysis revealed significant associations between SUDs and several de-

terminants, including 1) age > 30 years, 2) type of substance used, and 3) academic

failure (Table 3).

Table 3. Relationship between psychosocial determinants and substance use disorders.

Psychosocial determinants Beta Coeff  95% CI p-value
Age

[14, 20 (Ref*)

[20, 25[ 0.93 [-1.4,3.3] 0.4

[25, 30[ 2.3 [-0.04,4.7]  0.054

[30 and above [ 5.5 [2.5, 8.5] <0.001
Marital status

Single (Ref.)

Married 0.57 [-1.9, 3.0] 0.6
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Continued

Occupational category

Pupil (Ref.)

Student 1.2 [-0.73,3.1] 0.2
Unemployed 2.2 [-0.15, 4.6] 0.066
Private sector 2.6 [-0.85, 6.0] 0.14
Public sector -2.5 [-6.4, 1.4] 0.2
Peer influence (Ref. = No) -0.76 [-2.7,1.1] 0.4

Substance consumed (Ref. = No)

Alcohol 1.3 [0.02, 2.5] 0.046
Tramadol 0.39 [-2.3, 3.0] 0.8
Objectives of consumption

Relaxation (Ref.)

Anxiety management —0.34 [-2.0, 1.3] 0.7
Pain management 3.7 [-0.03, 7.4] 0.052
Academic failure (Ref. = No) 3.0 [0.08, 5.8] 0.044

*Ref. = Reference category.

4. Discussion

Substance use disorders (SUDs) remain a significant concern for both developed
nations and resource-limited countries such as Cameroon, where more than half
of the population (53.2%) resides in urban areas [19]. This study was conducted
in Yaounde, where the context provides an opportunity to identify psychosocial
determinants contributing to SUDs and provide insight for public policies to pre-
vent and address SUDs in Cameroon.

Sociodemographic profile of participants: In this study, the participants were
predominantly young, unmarried males who were either students or unemployed.
These findings align with those of Metuge et al (2022) in Buea, Cameroon, where
participants were primarily young students with a mean age of 22.2 years [14].
This can be attributed to young individuals being in a developmental stage marked
by the pursuit of social integration, identity formation, and curiosity fulfillment
[20]. In a similar study in Uganda, Nakibuuka et a/. reported that the participants
were predominantly male, and unmarried, with a mean age of 20.1 years [21].
However, Nakibuuka ef al’s inclusion criteria restricted participants to those aged
15 - 24 y. In India, specifically in Delhi (2023), Verma et a/. identified SUDs among
men (70%), aged 15 - 35 years (90%), and unemployed (70%) [10].

Key Psychosocial determinants: This study highlights the significant role of
psychosocial factors in substance use in Yaoundé, with peer influence, age-related
factors, and academic failure being the most prominent. Key findings reveal that
90% of participants were influenced by peers, aligning with the high prevalence of

group consumption (72%) and seeking relaxation (85.5%). These findings echo
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those of Verma et al. (2023) in Delhi, India, where peer influence drove substance
use in 50% of the participants [10], suggesting that socialization plays a critical
role in the inijtiation and maintenance of SUDs [10]. This can be explained by the
fact that in low-resource settings, educational challenges—overcrowded schools,
and a lack of qualified teachers—frequently lead to academic failure, disengage-
ment, and subsequent reliance on substances as an alternative coping strategy [19]
[22]. Additionally, the pervasive stressors of poverty, unemployment, and social
instability in such contexts make substance use an appealing and accessible means
of relaxation, particularly given the widespread availability of low-cost substances
[23]-[25]. Logistic regression analysis (Table 3) revealed significant associations
between SUDs and several determinants: 1) age > 30 years (p < 0.001), 2) academic
failure (p = 0.044), and 3) alcohol consumption (p = 0.046). These results indicate
that older individuals— who may face increased social or economic pressures—
and those with academic setbacks are particularly vulnerable. Table 3 also sug-
gests possible associations between SUDs and 1) younger age (25 - 30 years), 2)
unemployment, and 3) alcohol use, with p-values of 0.054, 0.066, and 0.046, re-
spectively. The near-significant p-values may be attributed to the modest sample
size (n = 200). In Cameroon, where the poverty rate reaches 37.5%, unemploy-
ment and lack of prospects exacerbate stress and mental health issues, increasing
the likelihood of SUDs [19] [20] [23] [26]. Additionally, alcohol’s accessibility to
vulnerable social groups is heightened by 1) the weak enforcement of alcohol con-
sumption regulations and 2) the relatively low cost of alcoholic beverages pro-
duced by local breweries [18] [19]. The predominance of antisocial personality
traits (23%) and history of mental disorders such as psychosis or depression (Ta-
ble 2) reinforces the hypothesis of a complex interplay between individual psy-
chological determinants and the social context, particularly in an urban setting
such as Yaounde, Cameroon.

Psychosocial determinants and Cameroon’s National Strategic Plan to Com-
bat Drugs (PSNLD): The National Strategic Plan for Drug Control (PSNLD)
2024-2030 provides a comprehensive strategic and methodological framework for
all actors engaged in drug control initiatives in Cameroon [19]. Developed by the
Ministry of Public Health under the guidance of the National Committee for Drug
Control (CNLD), the plan was technically supervised by the Directorate of Health
Promotion (DPS) and supported by the Technical Secretariat of the Sectoral
Health Strategy (ST/SSS) [19]. This framework aims to coordinate and enhance
efforts to address drug-related challenges across the country [19]. The PSNLD
identifies several determinants of SUDs, including economic precarity, substance
accessibility, and social determinants such as peer influence and group consump-
tion [19]. To address these issues, the plan emphasizes prevention and commu-
nity-based communication strategies [19]. However, notable limitations emerge:
1) the absence of interventions specifically tailored to vulnerable populations,
such as unemployed young adults or students; 2) inadequate support addressing

individual determinants such as academic failure or psychological disorders; and
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3) insufficient concrete, immediate measures to reduce the availability of key sub-
stances, such as alcohol. Moreover, the PSNLD’s effectiveness hinges on institu-
tional reforms and uncertain funding, undermining its short-term impact on the
at-risk subgroups identified in this study. Optimizing PSNLD requires integrating
individualized interventions and accelerating the regulation of licit substances,
particularly alcohol. A study by Onyenwe et al (2024) in Nigeria explored con-
ceptual solutions for public health policies combating SUDs in resource-limited
contexts such as Cameroon [23]. These proposals offer pathways to address the
shortcomings of the PSNLD.

Political and Practical Implications: Findings in this study on the psychosocial
determinants of substance use disorders (SUDs) in Yaounde highlighted signifi-
cant political and practical implications. First, a revision of the National Strategic
Plan for Drug Control (PSNLD) in order to address targeted strategies, including
prevention programs on peer influence (affecting 90% of participants) and inter-
ventions to lower academic failure (p = 0.044), which is significantly associated
with SUDs. This implies intersectoral collaboration among various ministries,
particularly the Ministries of Health, Basic Education, and Higher Education. Sec-
ondly, the significant association between alcohol consumption and SUDs (p =
0.046) highlights the urgent need to strengthen regulations on licit substances,
which remains widely accessible due to its low cost and poor enforcement of ex-
isting laws. Public policies could include higher taxation and restrictions on alco-
hol advertising, and stringent enforcement of age limits for alcohol purchases.
Thirdly, the prevalence of antisocial traits and histories of psychotic or depressive
disorders among participants recalls the critical need to enhance access to mental
health services. Policies could prioritize the training of mental health practitioners
and the establishment of additional specialized centers, particularly for young
adults. In a resource-limited country as ours, low-cost and efficient psychological
support mechanisms, such as telephone helplines or mobile applications, could
also be of help. Furthermore, unemployment (affecting 81.5% of participants) and
economic precarity appear as exacerbating factors for SUDs in this study. Policies
promoting youth employment, such as vocational training programs or promo-
tion of entrepreneurship could relieve the socioeconomic pressure caused by sub-
stance use and, consequently, reduce the prevalence of SUDs. Finally, given that
60% of participants are students and academic failure is a key determinant, edu-
cational programs should be applied in universities to raise awareness on SUD
and boost young adults resilience against peer pressure. Existing community-
based interventions supported by local non-governmental organizations could
promote positive role models and alternative social activities (e.g., sports, arts,
volunteering) to dissuade youth from group-based substance use (72% of cases).
All together, these multicentered strategies emphasized the need of integrated pol-
icies to address SUDs in Cameroon.

Study Limitations: Although this study provides relevant insights into the psy-
chosocial determinants of substance use disorders (SUD) in Yaounde, certain lim-

itations must be considered when interpreting the findings. The cross-sectional
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design does not allow the establishment of causal relationships between the iden-
tified factors—such as peer influence or academic failure—and SUD. Further-
more, although the sample size (n = 200) meets the estimated minimum thresh-
old, it may not provide sufficient statistical power to find weaker associations,
which could explain p-values approaching the significance threshold, as observed
for unemployment (p = 0.066). Among other limitations is the reliance on self-
reported data, which exposes the study to potential biases, such as recall bias and
social desirability bias—particularly relevant in the context of substance use. Fi-
nally, the enrollement of participants from three urban hospital settings limits the
representativeness of the sample relative to the general population of Yaounde,
especially individuals who are not hospitalized or who reside in rural areas. To
address these limitations, prospective studies with larger and more diverse sam-
ples are recommended, with the aim of better understanding the dynamics of SUD

in resource-limited settings.

5. Conclusion

This study highlights the critical role of psychosocial determinants in the onset
and persistence of substance use disorders (SUDs), particularly peer influence, ac-
ademic failure, and alcohol consumption among a young and vulnerable popula-
tion. The findings confirm that SUDs are strongly associated with social determi-
nants such as unemployment and psychological determinants, including antiso-
cial traits and histories of mental disorders, within a resource-limited context ex-
acerbated by the weak regulation of licit substances. Although the National Stra-
tegic Plan to Combat Drugs (PSNLD) acknowledges some of these determinants,
its shortcomings, namely the lack of targeted and personalized interventions, limit
its effectiveness. These results call for a revision of public policies to incorporate
multidimensional measures, including economic support, improved access to ed-
ucation, and strengthened mental health services. Such interventions, tailored to
the local context, could significantly reduce the burden of SUDs in Cameroon and

other resource-limited countries like it.

What Is Known on This Topic

1) Substance use disorders (SUDs) constitute a global public health issue, par-
ticularly in resource-limited countries, where they are exacerbated by socioeco-
nomic determinants such as poverty, unemployment, and the weak regulation of
psychoactive substances.

2) In sub-Saharan Africa, notably in Yaounde, and Cameroon, SUDs are influ-
enced by well-documented psychosocial determinants, including peer influence,

mental health disorders (e.g., depression and anxiety), and substance accessibility.

What This Study Adds

1) This study provides an in-depth analysis of the specific psychosocial deter-
minants associated with substance use disorders (SUDs) in urban Cameroon. Ya-
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ounde is an area that has been underexplored in the literature. By identifying sig-
nificant associations between SUDs and determinants such as academic failure,
age 2 30 years, and alcohol consumption, this study enhances the understanding
of vulnerability profiles and their interactions within a resource-limited setting.
2) This study highlights the limitations of Cameroon’s National Strategic Plan
to Combat Drugs (PSNLD), particularly its failure to target specific subgroups,
such as unemployed youth and students, or to address individual determinants,
such as psychological disorders. By offering concrete recommendations, such as
integrating economic support programs and strengthening alcohol regulation,
this study provides an empirical foundation for tailoring national prevention and

management policies for SUDs.
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